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Philadelphia Celebrates World Refugee Day

PHILADELPHIA – As part of the worldwide commemoration of World Refugee Day, local organizations will host a panel discussion at 10AM on Friday, June 18, 2004 at Philadelphia’s City Hall.  City Councilwoman Jannie Blackwell will make introductory remarks.  Mayor John Street and City Councilman James Kenney have also been invited to speak.  
Four years ago, the UN General Assembly set aside June 20th as an annual World Refugee Day.  The theme for this year’s celebration is, “A Place to Call Home: Rebuilding Lives in Safety and Dignity.”  Throughout the weekend, World Refugee Day will be celebrated with events across the globe that highlight the plight and contributions of refugees.
More than 100,000 refugees have made Pennsylvania  “a place to call home” since the mid-1970’s.  The refugee population has added to the cultural mosaic in our city and state and contributes to economic growth through job creation, enlarging the tax base, investing in homes, and creating new businesses.  Panel representatives will discuss the many contributions of refugees and the growing challenges that they face in their search for “A Place to Call Home.”  Panel Speakers Include:

Merill Smith, US Committee for Refugees

Veronica Mullen, Department of Public Welfare, Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement Program

John Kidane, Former Refugee from Eritrea 

          now Director of Outreach and Community Services at Nationalities Service Center

Following the panel, several refugees will share their stories.

There are almost 12 million refugees worldwide.  Even before the attacks of September 11, 2001, resettlement to a third country such as the United States was available to less than one percent of them.  Refugee admission to the United States has declined drastically, from a height of 132,173 in 1992 to only 28,400 in 2003.  Advocates estimate that 7 million of the world’s 12 million refugees have been “warehoused” in refugee camps for at least ten years, many for even longer.  

The panel discussion is sponsored by the following agencies: African Cultural Alliance of North America (ACANA), American Red Cross-Southeastern Pennsylvania Chapter, Children’s Crisis Treatment Center West African Refugee Assistance Program (Project Tamaa), HIAS and Council Migration Service, Jewish Employment and Vocational Services, Lutheran Children and Family Service, Nationalities Service Center, Pennsylvania Immigration and Citizenship Coalition (PICC), Southeast Asian Mutual Assistance Associations Coalition (SEAMAAC), Targeted Assistance Program of the City of Philadelphia.
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